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Collectors of Classic French Modern
Oskar Reinhart, b. 1885 Chester Dale, b. 1883 Samuel Courtauld, b.  1876 Duncan Phillips, b.  1886





























































































































































Forward progress of 'isms'
‘Classic French Moderns’ Avant-Gardes
















‘Classic French modern’ artists as naturally great
Tradition of great masters















Paul Cézanne, Still Life with Plaster
Cupid, c. 1894














Amaury-Duval, The Birth of Venus, 1862
Palais des Beaux-Arts, Lille
Paul Cézanne, Still Life with Plaster Cupid, c. 1894








































Vincent van Gogh, Hospital Courtyard At 
Arles, 1888-89
Oskar Reinhart Collection
Paul Cézanne, Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1886-87
The Phillips Collection, Washington D.C.



















Cézanne.		In part this was because Monet only rarely painted the human figure, and in 
part because his reputation was that of an dispassionate observer of nature.  In the culture 
that fostered 'classic French modern' Monet was too much the scientist and theoretician.  
What the German art historian Julius Meier-Graefe characterized as Monet's ruthless 
objectivity led him to describe the artist as a 'barbarian of painting', who lacked the 
'temperament' that he and many of his contemporaries found in the other great 





























Paul Cézanne, Madame Cézanne in the Conservatory, 1891
Stephen C. Clark Bequest, Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY
William Bouguereau, A Young Girl Defending
Herself Against Love, c. 1880















Collage with Squares Arranged According 
to the Laws of Chance, 
ca. 1916-17















Head of a Woman, ca. 1922

















Portrait of Chaïm Soutine, 1917
Chester Dale Collection,














Paul Cézanne, Boy in a Red Vest, c. 1888-90














(some of the foreign artists identified
with the School)
Amedeo Modigliani














(excluding the major French moderns such








André Dunoyer de Segonzac
Maurice Utrillo
Suzanne Valadon
Maurice Vlaminck
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were	weak	followers	of	cubism.		Compared	to	the	great	‘classic	French	modern’	
artists,	they	must	have	seemed	to	our	collectors	as	extraordinary	weak.				
In	this	way,	the	mediocrity	of	the	native	contemporary	French	art,	along	with	
the	current	prestige	of	the	School	of	Paris	artists,	created	a	situation	in	which	the	
forward	trajectory	of	the	pre-war	avant-gardes,	so	enthusiastically	promoted	before	
the	war,	could	now	be	perceived	as	misguided	experimentation,	one	that	
misunderstood	the	traditions	supported	by	‘classic	French	modern’	artists.		And	
from	this	perspective	what	this	experimentation	resulted	in	were	largely	negligible	
art	and	artists.	
The	School	of	Paris	artists	have	paid	and	continue	to	pay	an	art	historical	
price	for	being	transmitters	rather	than	innovators.		They	are	frequently	excluded	
from	histories	of	20th-century	art.		Yet	many	have	also	remained	extremely	popular	
with	the	larger	public	for	art.		Like	the	‘classic	French	moderns’	the	‘School	of	Paris’	
artists	came	to	be	defined	as	individual	temperaments	rather	than	as	participants	in	
collective	innovation.		Like	the	‘classic	French	moderns’	the	School	of	Paris	artists	
are	perceived	to	be	a	group	of	individuals,	not	individuals	subordinated	to	an	
aesthetically	coherent	group.		
The	formal	and	thematic	innovations	of	Matisse,	Picasso	and	the	greater	
hosts	of	the	European	avant-gardes,	were	never	acceptable	to	Meier-Graefe	or	to	
Courtauld,	nor	to	the	other	collectors	of	‘classic	French	modern’	because	they	
represented	the	dominance	of	mechanics	over	personality,	of	ideas	over	the	
passionate	engagement	with	the	medium	of	paint.		With	the	passage	of	time,	this	
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sense	of	the	adhesion	to	tradition	at	the	expense	of	whatever	was	contemporary	in	
art	slowly	ebbed	away.		What	was,	in	the	1920s	and	1930s,	a	conscious	choice	about	
what	constituted	art	in	an	on-going	tradition	of	great	artists	gradually,	but	not	
entirely,	subsided	under	the	narratives	that	stressed	artistic	innovation	and	radical	
change.		Nonetheless,	the	fact	of	the	paintings	themselves,	their	capacity	to	be	both	
modern	and	old,	endures	in	the	house	museums	of	these	great	interwar	collectors	of	
‘classic	French	modern’	and	covertly,	in	the	histories	of	19th-century	art.	
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